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AICPA

American Institute of Certified Public Accountants
1211 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10036-8775
(212) 575-6200 Telex: 70-3396
Telecopier (212) 575-3846

Septem ber 19, 1991

To Chairm en and Administrators o f Boards of Accountancy:
Enclosed is a position paper, A Nondisclosed Uniform CPA Examination, prepared by the AICPA
Board o f Examiners. The Board of Examiners asks that yo u consider carefully the issues this
position paper raises and identify any difficulties your board will have in administering a
nondisclosed CPA Exam in your jurisdiction. The Board of Examiners further requests that
your board share these difficulties w ith it so that it can w ork w ith yo u in resolving them.
Please send all communications regarding this position paper to Board of Examiners, AICPA,
Examinations Division, 1211 A venue of the Americas, N ew York, N Y 10036-8775. These should
be received b y M ay 25, 1992, to receive the Board of Examiners' full consideration.
Sincerely,

Robert L. Bunting, CPA
Chairman
Board of Examiners

Rick Elam, CPA
Vice President — Education
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SUMMARY
This position paper, prepared b y the AIC PA Board of Examiners, states the Board of Examiners'
decision to make the Uniform CPA Examination (CPA Exam) nondisdosed effective w ith the M ay
1996 CPA Exam. This means that after each CPA Exam is administered, the questions and unofficial
answ ers w ill be kept secure and confidential. A s a result, CPA candidates w ill no longer be able
to get their question booklets after the CPA Exam is administered. There have been recomm enda
tions from several Boards o f A ccountancy and N A S B A 's C PA Examination R eview Board to make
the CPA Exam nondisclosed, and there is a consensus that nondisclosure w ill result in a higher
quality C PA Exam.
The Board o f Examiners is using this position paper to bring to the attention o f boards o f accoun
tancy a variety o f issues that they need to address w ith regard to administering a nondisclosed
CPA Exam. Boards should develop plans on h o w to address these issues, and also identify other
issues that m ay affect their ability-to administer a nondisclosed CPA Exam.
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Position Paper: A Nondisclosed Uniform CPA Examination
1. Introduction
1 .1 . A t its June 17 -18 , 1991, meeting, the A IC P A Board o f Examiners (BOE) voted to end its policy
o f disclosing questions and answ ers to the Uniform C P A Examination (CPA Exam; see A ppen dix
1, July 29, 1991, letter from Robert L. Bunting). This change w ill be effective for the M ay 1996
CPA Exam. This m eans that beginning w ith the M ay 1996 CPA Exam, CPA candidates w ill no
longer obtain their question booklets after the CPA Exam is administered. In addition, the A IC P A
w ill no longer publish questions and unofficial answers, though sample questions and answers
w ill be printed in Information for CPA Candidates.
1.2 . This position paper defines "te st disclo su re ," sum marizes the background for m aking the
CPA Exam nondisclosed, discusses the reasons for nondisclosure and for im plem enting it in 1996,
puts forth some issues identified b y the BOE, and discusses implementation issues to be addressed
b y Boards o f Accountancy (BOAs).
1.3. Each B O A is asked to inform the BOE, in w riting, o f problems and issues it w ill face during
the transition to, and early stages of, a nondisclosed CPA Exam. Section 7 discusses issues the
BOE has identified regarding implementation o f the nondisclosed CPA Exam.

2. D efinition
2 .1. "T e st D isclosure" refers to the practice o f giving test takers and others access to copies o f
tests or individual questions that have appeared on a test. Currently, the CPA Exam is a "disclosed
exam ination" because candidates m ay receive their question booklets after each CPA Exam, and
because the A IC P A publishes the questions and unofficial answ ers after every administration. A ll
other national licensure examinations, and most other standardized tests, are " nondisclosed"
because question booklets are not returned to candidates, and because questions and answers are
not routinely available for review b y candidates or the public.

3. Background
3.1. Passing the CPA Exam is required for C P A licensure in 54 jurisdictions in the United States.
Responsibility for ensuring the CPA Exam 's integrity in each jurisdiction is shared b y the B O A ,
the A IC P A , and the National A sso ciation of State Boards of Accountancy (N A SBA). Each B O A
is responsible for using the highest quality examination for licensure in its jurisdiction. The A IC PA ,
through the BOE, prepares and grades the CPA Exam. N A SB A , through its C P A Examination
Review Board (ERB), review s, evaluates, and reports annually to B O A s on the CPA Exam prepara
tion, administration, and grading process. The ERB's w ork ensures that the CPA Exam m eets the
highest professional standards for a licensure examination, thus providing assurance to the B O As
o f the CPA E xam 's quality.
3.2. Since 1917, w h en it w a s first offered, the CPA Exam 's questions and unofficial answers have
been published and candidates have been allowed to keep their question booklets. Both practices
have been unique am ong large scale professional licensure examinations.
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3.3. In its 1987 exposure draft, "P ro p o sed Changes in the Uniform C P A E xam ination," the BOE
considered w hether to continue publishing questions and unofficial answers after each CPA Exam
(see A pp en dix 2). The BOE concluded in 1987 that, although nondisclosure w o u ld have impor
tant benefits for im proving the quality o f the CPA Exam, the advantages of continued disclosure
outw eighed those o f nondisclosure. A s a result o f the follow ing developm ents, the BOE again
considered the issue in June 1991:
a.

In July 1989, the BOE approved substantial changes to the CPA Exam (see
A pp en dix 3). These changes include replacing som e essays and problem s w ith
other kinds o f objective form ats.1 These new formats w ill m ake u p 10% o f the
score on each CPA Exam part beginning in M ay 1992, and betw een 20% and 50%
beginning in M ay 1994.

b. In 1989 and 1990, several B O A s recom m ended that the BOE end its policy of
disclosing CPA Exam questions and unofficial answers.
c.

In 1990, the ERB issued a position paper strongly endorsing a nondisclosed CPA
Exam (see A pp en dix 4). In 1990 and 1991, w h en the ERB's position paper w as
discussed at N A S B A national and regional meetings, there w as strong support
for a nondisclosed CPA Exam from B O A members and administrators.

d. In the first half o f 1991, the BOE reexamined the test disclosure issue and con
cluded that the CPA E xam 's quality w ould be enhanced if m any of its questions
w ere pretested. The BOE further concluded that accurate pretesting is feasible
o n ly w ith a nondisclosed test.
3.4. The BOE voted in June 1991 to make the CPA Exam nondisclosed, effective M ay 1996. In
July 1991, the A IC P A 's Board o f Directors concurred w ith the B O E's decision to expose to B O A s
this position paper supporting a nondisclosed CPA Exam.
3.5. A lso in July 1991, N A S B A 's Board of Directors voted to endorse a nondisclosed CPA Exam
(see A p p en d ix 5).

4. A dvantages o f N ondisclosure
4.1. In its 1990 position paper, the ERB reiterated several important advantages of a nondisclosed
C PA Exam suggested b y the BOE in its 1987 exposure draft. These were:
a.

The quality of questions w o u ld im prove because m uch of the Examination could
be pretested. Q uestions w ith desirable content and psychom etric characteristics
could be reused repeatedly.

1 O ne n e w section, A ccounting & Reporting — Taxation, Managerial, and Governm ental & NotFor-Profit Organizations, w ill consist only of multiple-choice questions and questions using other
objective answ er formats.
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b.

Statistical equating methods can be used to ensure that the CPA Exam scores reflect
comparable levels of difficulty from one administration to the next. Accurate
equating o f tw o administrations of a disdosed examination is not feasible because
the comparability of the tw o versions cannot be assured w ithout pretesting. A s
noted in 3.3, questions on a disclosed test cannot feasibly be pretested.

4.2. The ERB position paper also stated that a nondisclosed examination w o u ld dim inish "te st
score pollu tio n " because candidates w ou ld not be able to study previous CPA Exam questions
and answers. The ERB defined test score pollution as the effect of "practices that boost or diminish
test scores w ith out a corresponding change in the candidate's m astery o f the content d o m ain ."
A nondisclosed CPA Exam should alleviate concerns about test score pollution that have been
expressed b y several B O A s, as w ell as the ERB.
4.3. The BOE also believes that a nondisclosed CPA Exam w ill be better able to m ake use of
technological innovations in testing as they develop and becom e feasible to use.

5. Effective Date
5.1.

The BOE selected M ay 1996 as the effective date for a nondisclosed CPA Exam for two reasons:
a.

The BOE believes that four years w ill allow sufficient time for the A IC P A and
the B O A s to develop and im plem ent the additional security measures needed
for a nondisclosed CPA Exam.

b.

The BOE believes it is important to provide CPA candidates adequate time to adjust
to the 1994 CPA Exam changes. By beginning nondisclosure in 1996, candidates
w ill have tw o years to become familiar w ith these structure and format changes.

6. Perception Issues to Be Addressed
6 .1. A v a ila b ility o f CPA Exam Questions and Answers. The BOE is aware that B O A s, CPA s,
accounting educators, and C P A candidates m ay feel uncomfortable w ith nondisclosure because
they are used to the CPA Exam 's openness and the availability of past questions and answers.
The BOE is sensitive to candidates' needs to prepare for the CPA Exam. To address this concern,
the BOE w ill periodically publish sample CPA Exam questions and answers.
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6.2. Confidence in the CPA Exam. The CPA Exam is w id ely view ed as one o f the m ost rigorous
professional licensure examinations. That rigor has been communicated directly through the publica
tion of Uniform CPA Examination Questions and Unofficial Answers. Some m ay feel that nondisclosure
m akes it m ore difficult to assure independently the quality o f the CPA Exam, w hich in turn m ay
lead to a loss o f public confidence in it. H ow ever, other prestigious national licensure exam ina
tions are nondisclosed, such as the National Board of M edical Exam iners' Examination and the
Multistate Bar Examination. These examinations have experienced no significant problems w ith
public confidence as a result o f nondisclosure. The ERB position paper argues that a nondisclosed
CPA Exam w o u ld generate more confidence because it w o u ld eliminate the perception that
unqualified CPA candidates can pass simply by studying previous CPA Exam questions and answers.

7. Im plem entation Issues to Be A ddressed
7 .1. The BOE w ill be considering m any issues related to the implementation of a nondisclosed
CPA Exam. The four major implementation issues the BOE w ill address in consultation w ith the
B O A s and N A S B A are: a) statutory issues, b) security, c) candidates' access to CPA Exam infor
mation, and d) costs.
7.2. Statutory Issues. The BOE w ill be studying various jurisdictions' accounting, and pertinent
generic licensure statutes and regulations (for example, "truth-in-testing" statutes). The BOE w ill
determine: 1) procedures to ensure the nondisclosed CPA Exam w ill com ply w ith all jurisdictions'
requirements, and 2) w hether any requirements need to be changed before the nondisclosed CPA
Exam can be administered in each jurisdiction.
7.3. Each B O A should review its statutes and regulations to decide w h at actions it m ust take
to ensure that it can administer a nondisclosed CPA Exam.
7.4. Security. Both the BOE and each B O A m ust develop security procedures to account for
all CPA Exam materials (inducting unused materials) before, during, and after CPA Exam
administration.
7.5. The BOE and the A IC P A Examinations Division w ill be studying w a y s to h elp the B O A s
w ith the additional security procedures required for a nondisclosed CPA Exam. The BOE plans
to w ork w ith B O A administrators to develop procedures that are flexible enough to m eet the needs
o f the various B O A s. The BOE urges each B O A to inform the BOE of any problems the B O A
anticipates in im plem enting the administration o f the nondisclosed CPA Exam.
7.6. Candidates' Access to CPA Exam Information. The BOE recognizes that all parties directly
involved w ith the CPA Exam — B O A s, candidates, and itself — have rights and responsibilities
regarding access to CPA Exam information that m ust be w eighed against the need to maintain
CPA Exam security. The BOE w ill be studying its professional and legal responsibilities to provide
information about the CPA Exam to candidates, both before and after the CPA Exam is administered.
The BOE w ill continue to m ake available to the ERB all nonsecurity information.
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7.7. Specific security procedures for allowing candidates access to CPA Exam questions and their
answ ers w ill be developed in the course of the w ork described in Paragraph 7.2.
7.8. Costs. The BOE is n o w determining the costs related to the CPA Exam changes to be made
in 1994. A s the additional security procedures for the nondisclosed CPA Exam are developed, the
BOE w ill focus its efforts on estimating the costs associated w ith these procedures. The BOE urges
each B O A to help it identify additional costs the B O A s are likely to experience due to the CPA
Exam becom ing nondisclosed.
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Appendix 1
American Institute of Certified Public Accountants
1211 Avenue of the Americas
New York. NY 10036-8775
(212) 575-6200 Telex:7 0 -3 3 9 6
Telecopier (212) 575-3846

July 29, 1991

To Executive Directors/Administrators
of Boards of Accountancy:
At its June 1991 meeting, the AICPA Board of Examiners (BOE)
decided that the Uniform CPA Examination should become a
nondisclosed Examination effective with the May 1996 Examination.
The BOE plans shortly to issue a position paper explaining the
reasons for this change.
In a nondisclosed examination, the examination questions and
answers are not published, i.e., not released to candidates, the
profession, or the public after the examination has been
administered.
In the coming year the BOE will be holding a series of open
meetings to discuss its position. The purpose of this letter is to
give you immediate notification of the BOE’s action and to assure
you that your input will be solicited after the position paper is
distributed. Finally, because of the significance of this position
to the profession, the BOE will ultimately seek the endorsement of
the AICPA Board of Directors when the BOE’s position is finalized.
Sincerely,

Robert L. Bunting, CPA
Chairman
Board of Examiners
RLB/kh
Enclosures
cc:

Chairs/Presidents of Boards of Accountancy
AICPA Board of Directors
AICPA Board of Examiners
NASBA Board of Directors

A p p e n d ix 2

Excerpted from "Proposed Changes in the Uniform CPA Examination," exposure draft, March 1987
C h ap ter 6
P U B L IC A T IO N O F E X A M IN A T IO N
Q U E S T IO N S A N D U N O F F I C I A L A N S W E R S

6.1
The Board will continue the publication o f Ex
amination Questions and Unofficial Answers.

6.7
In addition, boards o f accountancy can review and
evaluate the Examination as well as provide constructive
feedback, adding another source o f quality control. The
boards o f accountancy also can address directly their can
didates' concerns about the Examination. This type o f
review and evaluation provides for greater local involve
ment with, and responsibility for, the testing process than
could be attained with an unpublished Examination.

6.2
Since the Examination was first administered in
1917, its questions and unofficial answers have been
published, and candidates have been allowed to retain
their question booklets on leaving the Examination sites.
In addition, Board policy requires Examination questions
to be published along with unofficial answers about
90 days after each administration. Both practices are
unique among national professional licensure examina
tions surveyed.

6.8
A third source o f feedback is the educational com
munity. The Board often receives correspondence regard
ing the Examination's content coverage from members
o f the academic community and from those involved with
CPA review courses.

6.3
Some licensure examinations are currently im
plementing technical advances in the test and measure
ment field. These advances are feasible only if the ques
tions and answers are kept secure and are unpublished.
In addition, legislation was introduced in 1986 (though
not passed) in California and New York that would re
quire pretesting o f all items on licensure examinations
given in those states. For pretesting to produce valid ex
aminations, the questions and answers must be kept secure
and unpublished.

6.9
Public confidence. By publishing the Examina
tion questions and unofficial answers soon after each ad
ministration, the Board conveys to the profession and
the public that it “ has nothing to hide." Because this
policy carries with it an implicit message o f nondefen
siveness, an attitude of openness results, reducing hostility
and suspicion among interested parties, such as candidates
and state legislatures. This policy is also in accordance
with popular notions of “ truth in testing," which underlie
statutes and regulations adopted by several state
legislatures in the last few years.

6.4
Because o f these developments, advantages and
disadvantages o f releasing the Examination questions and
unofficial answers for public scrutiny after each ad
ministration and other relevant evidence were identified
and reviewed. The Board believes the advantages
outweigh the disadvantages at this time, as discussed in
the following paragraphs.

6.10 Candidate preparation. Examination questions
are developed from content specification outlines that
reflect current professional practice regarding the domain
of public accountancy. As a result, candidates may study
recent Examination questions to determine the areas o f
accounting knowledge, skill, and ability considered neces
sary for a CPA who just reaches the level o f responsibility
for planning and executing a professional engagement.
The availability o f such questions makes studying poten
tially more efficient and more effective.

Advantages o f a Published Examination
6.5
Feedback to candidates. Because candidates may
take their question booklets with them when they leave
the Examination sites, they may check their answers
against the unofficial answers published by the AICPA.

6.11 Examination information. Publication o f past
Examination questions and unofficial answers indicates
the Examination’s breadth and level o f difficulty to can
didates and those who prepare the candidates to take the
Examination. The publication of past Examination ques
tions and unofficial answers provides candidates with the
opportunity to determine individually the amount o f
preparation they need. It also allows them to hone their
test-taking skills and to prepare for the Examination in
a realistic manner.

6.6
Feedback to the Board. Candidates and other in
terested parties may check their answers and the unof
ficial answers against sources such as official pro
nouncements, textbooks, and journal articles. This check
ing provides an element o f external quality control feed
back to the Board.
18

designed around the Examination. In such a case,
accounting education becomes little more than an exten
sive set o f coaching classes.

6.12 Lower shipping and security costs. Because ques
tion booklets are not collected at the end o f each admin
istration, expenses for numbering, counting, securing,
and shipping them back to the AICPA are avoided. Other
wise, such costs would have to be passed on to the boards
o f accountancy and, possibly, the candidates.

6.18 Legislative pressures. As previously noted, in
1986 a bill was proposed in the California legislature
that would require pretesting o f all items on licensure
examinations given in that state. Under that proposal,
to the extent possible, items having significantly different
response rates among racial, ethnic, or gender groups
could not be used to determine the examination scores.
Similar legislation was proposed in New York, also in
1986. Because the pretesting necessary to screen items
for differential performance among groups is impractical
with a published examination, legislative pressure may
cause the policy o f open access to past Examination ques
tions to be ended.

Disadvantages o f a Published Examination
6.13 U npredictable psych om etric characteristics.
Because items cannot be pretested for security reasons,
it is difficult to estimate the Examination’s psychometric
characteristics before it is administered. Keeping the
Examination unpublished and secure would facilitate
maintaining its psychometric quality because pretesting
would allow each item’s psychometric characteristics to
be known.

6.19 High development costs. For the most part, all
published examinations must be rewritten completely.
If they were not, candidates conceivably could pass
such examinations by studying and memorizing old ex
amination items and answers. As a result, outside con
sultants, a staff o f full-time item writers, or both must
be retained to develop new items for each Examination
administration.

6.14 Inability to use technical innovations in psycho
m etric methodology. Several psychometric innovations
have developed sufficiently over the last several years to
be useful in licensure testing. One major innovation is
called adaptive testing (Weiss 1983). Adaptive testing
allows an examination to be tailored to the test taker’s
ability level. As a result, testing can be more accurate
and more efficient.
6.15 A second development has been the evolution o f
procedures based on item response theory (IRT; see
Hambleton and Swaminathan 1985; Lord and Novick
1968). IRT provides a set o f procedures that can enhance
the value o f pretesting items when the number o f exam
inees exceeds 1,000. Because the Examination administra
tion typically has about 50,000 candidates responding to
each item, IRT could be a useful tool in examination con
struction. However, in the absence o f pretesting, IRT
cannot be used with confidence.
6.16 Misuse o f the Examination. The goals o f licen
sure and o f education differ in meaningful ways (Haynes
1985). Therefore, the academic community should be cir
cumspect in using the Examination as the primary guide
for curriculum development. Some accountancy programs
appear to be structuring their curricula narrowly around
Examination content, rather than broadly to encompass
the entire field o f accountancy. To the extent this prac
tice exists, the Examination is being misused.
6.17 Students can misuse the Examination when their
studying o f past Examination questions and unofficial
answers supplants other methods o f learning accounting.
This misuse can occur when an accounting curriculum is
19

APPENDIX 3

STATU S O F MAY 1994 CHANGES IN THE UNIFORM CPA EXAMINATION

Beginning in May 1994, the Uniform CPA Examination will be a two-day Examination comprising 15 1/2 hours.
be administered every May and November on Wednesday and Thursday.
The Examination will consist of the following sections, time periods, and formats:

The Examination will

50-60%

20-30%

20-30%

- -

20-30%

20-30%

R esp o n se

9 :00-12:00 Noon

50-60%

40-50%

20-30%

FORMAT_____________________
O th er O b j e c t iv e
F ree

HOURS

Wed.

1:30-6:00 PM

50-60%

20-30%

4-O p ti o n
_______________ SECTION__________________

3
Wed.

8:30-12:00 Noon

50-60%

Mu l t i p l e - C h o i c e

Business Law &
Professional Responsibilities
4 1/2

Thur.

1:30—6 :00 PM

TIME

Auditing

3 1/2

Thur.

PAY

Accounting & Reporting - Taxation,
Managerial, and Governmental
and Not-for-Profit Organisations
4 1/2
15 1/2

Financial Accounting A Reporting Business Enterprises
TOTAL (two days)

In addition, the following Examination changes will occur:

• Writing skills will be assessed on selected essay responses in the Business Law A Professional Responsibilities, Auditing,
and Financial Accounting A Reporting sections. (Five percent of the total available points for each of these sections will
be allocated to writing skills.)

• For the Accounting A Reporting and Financial Accounting A Reporting sections, hand-held calculators will be provided to
candidates as a part of the Examination materials.
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Excerpted from "NASBA — Report of the CPA Examination Review Board 1989-1990."
A PPEND IX 4

EXHIBIT C

W HY TH E UNIFORM CPA EXAMINATION SH O U L D BE SECURE

A Statement of the CPA Examination Review Board
May 2 3 , 1990

All major professional licensure testing programs in
the United States, with the exception o f accounting,
use secure examinations. Secure examinations are
those in which the questions and answers are not
released to candidates or other interested parties. The
Uniform CPA Examination is a non-secure examina
tion. It is the position o f the CPA Examination Review
Board that the Uniform CPA Examination should be a
secure examination.

develop the test content. Content specifications drawn
from the practice analysis tell the designer o f the test
how many items from each content area belong on the
test. A test score on the Uniform CPA Examination
signifies the candidate’s level of achievement relevant
to content identified as important. Comparing a test
score to a standard (a pass/fail decision point) leads to
a conclusion that a person does or does not have the
requisite knowledge and skills to enter the profession.

Purpose o f the Uniform CPA Examination
T h e Uniform CPA Examination has served as a
licensure examination for most of this century. It is
one o f the oldest licensure testing programs in the
United States. Its purpose is to assist state boards of
accountancy in identifying candidates for licensure
who have the technical knowledge and skills to enter
the profession and competently serve the public.

T est S core Pollution
Test score pollution refers to practices that boost or
diminish test scores without a corresponding change
in the candidate’s mastery o f the content domain.
One way to pollute test scores is to “ teach to the test"
instead o f teaching to the content domain that the
test is supposed to represent.
Released items from previously administered exam
inations can cause test pollution by serving as the basis
for large-scale test coaching programs. These pro
grams appear to be effective in boosting candidates'
test scores.

Content o f the C P A Examination
T h e content o f the Uniform CPA Examination con
sists o f knowledge and skills. Knowledge is abstract
and is typically measured with a multiple-choice,
problem, or essay test. Skills are concrete and are typi
cally measured with performance tests or through
problem-solving exercises.

In the January 22 , 1990 issue o f Accounting Today,
Stephen Cowherd wrote about possible test score pol
lution related to a test preparation program for the
Uniform C PA Examination. The review program used
computer software containing previously administered
questions to help prepare candidates to take the T h e 
ory, Practice, and Business Law sections of the exami
nation. For those three sections, the pass rates o f
candidates who participated in that program were
far greater than the norm. The same candidates
performed at the norm on the Auditing section.

A n y test o f professional competence should reflect
the knowledge and skills that are considered to be
essentia] to professional practice. The AICPA has con
ducted a practice analysis by broadly surveying the
population o f practicing public accountants to identify
the knowledge and skills necessary for the practice of
accountancy. T h e practice analysis survey establishes
and validates an updated list o f testable content for the
Uniform C PA Examination. It reveals the complexity,
depth, and breadth o f knowledge and skills that are
needed to enter the profession and represents a highly
reputable source o f data that the AICPA can use to

T h e Review Board is concerned that test prepara
tion programs that teach to the test may improve the
test scores o f the students enrolled in them without
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im proving the students' understanding o f the content
dom ain o f the test. Thus, test scores on the Uniform
C P A Examination can be polluted by specific test-item
coaching that overlooks the mastery o f the total
accountancy domain o f knowledge and skills.

stant from administration to administration. Equating
o f secure examinations is relatively routine and is a
requirement o f sound testing programs. Equating
non-secure examinations is problematic because there
are no pre-tested items; the use o f a significant set o f
common items from exam to exam is virtually impos
sible. Therefore, a secure examination promotes sound
equating studies which ensure that each test is fair and
consistent with respect to difficulty.

Validity
Since validity is the most important consideration in
a professional licensing test, it is crucial that the Uni
form C P A Examination be validated. With a secure
test, each new test can be constructed to meet the test
specifications completely. High-quality, pretested
item s are more likely to perform according to expec
tations, fulfill the test specifications, and validate
the exam .

Cost
The American Institute o f Certified Public
Accountants prepares a new examination twice each
year. The production of hundreds o f items annually
for the Uniform CPA Examination is very costly and
time consuming. Since items appearing on the exami
nation are released shortly after the exam is given, new
items must be constantly created.

Item Quality
E ach item included on an exam should be reviewed
for quality. Q uality is determined by computing an
item ’s difficulty and discrimination. Items that do not
have an appropriate level o f difficulty and satisfactory
d iscrimination are either discarded or revised and
reviewed again.

In a secure testing program, items are initially writ
ten, pretested, evaluated, and then assigned to future
examinations on a systematic basis. This process
ensures that only the finest, best performing items
ever appear in a test. Over a period o f many years, the
pool of proven test items increases. The cost o f main
taining or increasing the pool is relatively small as is
the cost o f constructing test forms for each test date.
Therefore, the secure examination is more cost effec
tive than the non-secure examination.

Non-secure tests such as the Uniform CPA Exami
nation are released to the public after each exam
forcing the test maker to use new and untested items.
As a result, many o f these items will not perform as
intended and have questionable quality.
In a secure test, all items have been pretested and,
because o f this, all items are proven performers.
Therefore, the secure test tends to be o f higher quality
than the non-secure test.

User Confidence
Licensing tests come under careful scrutiny by the
public and the candidates. There is increasing litiga
tion with respect to test validity and scoring of tests.
Those administering and taking foe test each year
must feel that the test is the fairest measure of candi
dates' accounting knowledge and skills. Test produc
tion qualities must be high, and attention must be
given to all aspects of testing, to ensure that each can
didate for licensure is fa irly tested.

Reliability
Item s that af il to discriminate between competent
and incom petent candidates tend to lower reliability.
L ow er reliability tends to increase the potential for
m isclassifying candidates whose scores af ll near the
pass/fa il m ark on the test score scale. Secure examina
tion test scores tend to be more reliable than nonsecure examination test scores because better test
item s are used.

The non-secure examination may have questionable
items which could raise the concerns o f test takers and
administrators. While secure examinations are by no
means perfect, the many advantages o f a secure exami
nation must weigh in favor o f greater user confidence.
The more closely the examination process is to the
ideal, the less likely it will be that state boards of
accountancy and the AICPA will face legal challenges
in a decade of increasing litigation over licensing
testing.

Comparability
A m ajor requirement for a licensure test is that it be
constant w ith respect to content and difficulty from
exam to exam . It would be unfair to have a hard test in
M a y and an easy test in November. A process called
“ equating” ensures that test form difficulty is con
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The focus o f educators must be on the teaching of
concepts and their application so that students are well
prepared for current issues and in a strong position to
analyze future issues as they arise. Non-release o f
questions and suggested responses is a move to
encourage a focus on scholarship.

Flaws in the Arguments Favoring a Non-Secure
Examination
“ A released examination gives useful feed
back to f a ilin g candidates."
This is true. It is also true that a detailed score
report will provide authoritative diagnostic informa
tion so that failing candidates can better prepare for
future tests. T h e release o f items, as noted earlier in
this paper, appears to promote a focus on test items
instead o f a focus on the domain as a whole.

“ A secure exam can never be totally secure.
It can be argued that candidates can memo
rize the questions and write them down
later, and the questions can be collected
and used in an exam preparation course."

" A released examination keeps the exami
nation process open and above reproach."

This can happen, but in a copyrighted examination,
it would be a punishable crime under federal copy
right law to publish the questions after they have
appeared on the examination. Candidates who
attempt to subvert the exam by stealing items could be
subject to disciplinary action by the state board.

W hile the present process is open, it is not above
reproach. Because the items are not pretested, items
o f unknown quality are allowed into the testing pro
cess. These items have a tendency to be less reliable
and to increase the risk o f misclassifying candidates
whose scores fall close to the passing score.

Summary and Recommendations
A secure examination will have major positive effects
on such important qualities of testing programs as
item quality, reliability of test scores, the accuracy of
the pass/fail decision, test score validity, examination
comparability, and cost/effidency o f the testing
program. In addition, a secure examination will
provide state boards of accountancy with assurance
that the examination most effectively measures the
technical competence of applicants for certification or
licensure as certified public accountants.

“ T h e released examinations provide a basis
for future candidates for licensing to study
for the examination."
A s argued previously in this paper, this is exactly
what is w rong with the present process. Candidates
are focusing too much on test taking and test items at
the expense o f learning the knowledge and skills
needed for the practice o f public accounting. One of
the greatest benefits o f the licensing test requirement
is to prom ote scholarship toward the goal o f improving
the com petence o f accountants. The existence o f
released test items appears to be promoting test spe
cific coaching rather than promoting scholarship.

The move to a secure examination should be consid
ered along with the major changes in the CPA exami
nation format scheduled to take place in May 1994.
Respectfully submitted,
CPA Examination Review Board

T h e C P A examination, with its prompt release of
examination questions and suggested solutions, may
encourage educators to maintain the status quo, rather
than experim ent or lead in introducing emerging
issues in their courses. Further, teaching may focus on
facts and not concepts because the examination has
tended to have test items that are fact specific.

Charles W. Taylor, Chairman
R. Glen Berryman
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Diane S. Conant
Lawrence S. Dunham
Kathryn A. Forbes
John R. Jones
Verne R. Moseman

Mervyn W. Wingfield
Thomas M. Haladyna, Consultant
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APPENDIX 5

National Association of State Boards of Accountancy, Inc.
545 Fifth Avenue. New York. NY 10017-3698 (212) 490-3868 Fax (212) 490-5841

RECEIVED
9 REC'D

examinations division

Office of the President
JEROME P. SOLOMON. CPA
Pannell Kerr Forster, CPAs
100 Sum m er Street

July 25, 1991

Boston, M A 02110
(617) 423-1920
Fax (617) 338-5367

James Blum, Director
Examinations Division
American Institute of CPAs
1211 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10036-8775
Dear Jim:
I am writing to advise you that, at its meeting on July 19, 1991, the
NASBA
Board
of
Directors
voted
unanimously
to
support
the
implementation of a non-disclosed CPA Exam.
If you have any questions relative to this action, please contact Jim,
Lorraine or me.
Sincer e l y ,

Jerome P. Solomon, President
JPS:kam
Copy:

James E. Thomashower, Executive Director
Lora ine Sachs, Assistant Executive Director

